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I receive a third meaning—evident, erratic, obstinate … exceeding psychology, anecdote,
function, meaning … this third meaning is that of significance …
In the classical paradigm of the five senses the third sense is hearing. This is a happy
coincidence, since what is here in question is indeed listening … listening bears within it
that metaphor best suited to the ‘textual’: orchestration, counterpoint, stereophony.
Roland Barthes1
Ben and the art of storytelling
My father, whose name was Ben, loved telling stories. I wish I could say it was the Irish in
him, but he was a Mancunian by birth, a brooding Celt by ancestry and a migrant
Australian. It was from his storytelling sessions with my Uncle Charlie that I first
understood Pythonesque one-upmanship. These competitive narratives consisted of
colourful descriptions of shoeless boys collecting firewood in the snow while daddy
became emphysemic in a coalmine and mummy planned their exodus to Australia. In
these sessions, matriarchs fight back tears while burying a succession of choleric children,
patriarchs swear off the booze in a pact with God that involved, at the very least, the
survival of the remaining offspring.
These were the first ideas I formed of life in another place and time, and from these two
old raconteurs, who liked to outdo each other in their colourful and not altogether
nonfictional retelling of their shared history, I learned not only about making stories but
about listening to them.
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Uncle Charlie eventually owned all the souvenir shops in the Hilton Hotel chain. He
was a crabby old bastard, stingy with his money and his love. But when he told his stories
he became momentarily part of the magic of the signified, as well as the magic of the
signifier, being both narrator and participant in his stories.
My father was a Christian Brother for thirty years and eventually was appointed head of
the Strathfield Seminary in charge of all the young religious men in Australia, until he
walked out one day, leaving his charred dinner burning in a saucepan, to be replaced, he
loved to tell us ruefully, by the soon-to-be-famous writer Morris West. Or so this
particular myth goes. Coping with the shame of failing at his vocation, he became, after
several nervous breakdowns, a Latin and English teacher at various grammar schools, a
husband to a much younger bride and, eventually, an elderly father to me and my four
brothers and sisters.
As a father he was the age of most of my contemporaries’ grandfathers and, in some
cases, great-grandfathers. And despite his robust physique—in some old photos he
resembles that famous picture of Picasso in his Y-fronts—he told stories like an old man,
full of humour, wisdom, pathos, and all the genuinely unsettling details of a life lived,
from our perspective anyway, in an unimaginably distant past, a long long time ago.
One of my father’s favourite stories was of how he met my mother. This is a tale I
remember far more vividly than any that was read to me, or any that I read. My mother,
golden haired, ruddy cheeked, sits on the banks of the West End side of the Brisbane
River. It is a silvery spring day and she is dragging her nets out into the water. She loves
the solitude of prawning, even though she is only twelve, and her brother, who will
eventually become the captain of the Wallabies Rugby Union team, is up at the house
making a racket with his footie mates. My father, who—depending on who’s telling the
story—looks like a young Montgomery Clift, Dana Andrews, Tyrone Power or a mid-
career Fredric March, is on his way to mum’s house to tutor her brother. He stops and
talks to her. She tells him about prawning, about throwing the nets out wide and dragging
them in slowly, about waiting, about the wash of the waves from the ferries that chug
between the banks of the river. He smiles, dazzled and dazzling. The sun glints off his
perfect teeth, and whatever serendipity existed in the skies above West End that day
beamed down on my future parents.
A triumvirate of meaning
In his notes on the Eisenstein film Ivan the Terrible in Image-Music-Text, Roland Barthes
distinguishes three levels of meaning in stills from the silent classic. I will make no
attempt to deconstruct this family narrative from the point of view of my father’s position
—
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of Australian colonisation’ have clearly shaped my everyday life. Therefore, what a historian
can do for ‘open reconciliation’ is, I believe, to make such implications of the past visible.
Studying the histories of Aboriginal–Asian relations in Australia is just one of many possi-
ble approaches to promote this alternative mode of Aboriginal reconciliation. To participate
in this, it is irrelevant whether or not one is a ‘true Australian’.
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in the psychological context of his culture. I will merely
present this narrative in order to distinguish the three
levels of meaning that Barthes saw. The first ‘informational’
level, the one that communicates,2 sets the scene, introduces the characters, placing them
in time by their clothes and perhaps their haircuts. There is a grown man, a young girl,
some prawning nets, a river and, amidst all of it somewhere, a message. The second
‘symbolic’ level, the one that, according to Barthes, signifies,3 is no longer open to the
science of the message but to the sciences of the symbol, the symbols here being that of
love, attraction, age and youth, the light of my mother’s youthful hair and complexion
versus the dark brooding looks of my father, and beside them, the ageless river winding
through the landscape down towards the inevitable sea. And the third level? Here I will
digress from Barthes’s model, dealing as it does with the visual image, and treat the story
as an oral narrative, a story that is simultaneously being told and listened to, what might
be described as a sonic or aural image.
This third level, the one that exceeds the ‘simple existence of the scene’,4 as well as its
symbolic resonance, compels what Barthes refers to as a ‘poetical’ grasp, which I take to
mean the obtuse, inexplicable reasons why the story still endures in my memory. I cannot
say now that I particularly believe in it, even that it is true. Its existence is not dependent
on factual communication, and its symbolism is only rich to those who may wish to see it
that way. I remember it because it was told to me, I remember it because of how it was told
to me, simply, poetically, musically, with a reverence for its details. There were always
Uncle Charlie and his wife, Aunty Kath,
at mum and dad’s coast house.
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of the past, to some degree, created us. It formed the material world and the ideas with
which we live, and will continue to do so unless we take active steps to unmake their
consequences.67
This notion of ‘implication’ makes it possible to shift our focus from ‘the past colonial
injustice’ to ‘the present postcolonial everyday facts’ that are deeply rooted in our historical
understanding of the past. Referring to Morris-Suzuki, Nakano argues it is precisely
the moment of being accused of ‘Japanese (war) responsibility’ that a ‘Japanese’ realises the
implication of the past injustice in ‘her/his’ everyday facts. When I hear the voice of the injus-
tice of the past directed to myself, ‘I’ fissures itself between ‘I’ that exists as a ‘Japanese’ and
‘I’ who holds a critical gaze to the fact that ‘I exist as a Japanese’. Without this fission, ‘I’ can-
not recognise the ‘implication’ of the past that ‘I’ am responsible for today. Therefore, ‘fission
of the subject’ means political commitment to unmaking the consequences of past violence
in response to the war victims’ accusation today.68 In other words, colonial injustice is not
only an ‘unfinished business’ from the past, but is also quite literally ‘alive’ in our everyday
lives of the present.
For open and global reconciliation
In calling for ‘open reconciliation’ with the Indigenous people of Australia, I believe it is
necessary to promote the ‘fission of the (historical) subject’ in order that ‘responsibility’ and
‘implication’ come together in ways that make past injustices visible and unmake continuing
injustice. This will be a multi-layered process. First, in order to commit to ‘open recon-
ciliation’ as Australians, the ‘Australian subject’ needs to be fissured. And then, if one is ques-
tioned about the implication of past injustices under categories such as ‘Japanese’ or ‘post-
war migrants’, the historical subject of ‘Japanese’ or ‘postwar migrants’ needs to be fissured
by acknowledging the past and by politicising it in the present. Each of us has a unique multi-
layered subject position in which we live with a particular condition of ‘implication of the
past’ in our everyday lives. Whether one is an Australian, Japanese or Indigenous person, a
student, business person, young woman or old man, each of us may need to realise the impli-
cation of the past in our everyday life and make our subjectivity fissured and politicised in
order to set up ‘open and global reconciliation’ along with ‘closed and national reconciliation’.
The colonisation of Australia, which violently exploited Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders and their lands, holds global implications of the past (and present) injustice. For
example, as a person who eats Aussie beef, whose ethnicity and citizenship are the same as
Japanese ex-divers in Australia, as a sojourner who lives in Australia and who as a historian
produces discourses related to Aboriginal historiography, I am responsible for unmaking the
past (and present) injustice of Australian colonisation. This is because the ‘global implications
—
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specific words used to describe things. For instance, mum’s prawning net was always
‘handwoven’ even if it wasn’t, and dad’s hair always ‘crinkled in sooty black waves’. As if in
the telling of its details it could prove, or at least preserve, its veracity. And despite the fact
that my parent’s relationship was scarred by difficulties—and that I know for a fact my
father’s teeth were false, having lost them all before the end of his malnourished teenaged
years because of rickets—the story still lives, as a strange heightened fiction, passed on by
word of mouth. I remember it for its sound, the almost tangible vibrations it created
during the strange symbiosis of speaking and listening, and for the things that occurred,
as often happens during the best music, in the silences and the gaps between words.
It was my father’s love of storytelling that made it memorable. His speech possessed the
necessary cadence for it. And being the children of musical parents we possessed all the
necessary imagination to take it that little step further and make it so. And so the
collusion (and collision) of fact, symbol and the obtuse meaning, a phrase which I will
purloin from Barthes and for the purposes of this essay call the ‘musical’ meaning, create
this family fable. The resonance of the ‘musical’ meaning, rather than the facts it might try
to communicate, is brought to life by language, the ‘notes of literature’, and as in music,
by rhythm, timbre, volume, speed and texture. And if, as Barthes writes, the obtuse or
‘musical meaning can be seen as an accent’, an ‘accent not directed towards meaning …
(or even) an elsewhere of meaning’,5 then my father, husband of a musical wife and dad to
five musical kids, played the accents of his narrative like a maestro, and played us,
through this particular story, like a one-man band, so that we ‘oohed’ and ‘aahed’ in all the
right places, at moments of drama, tension, romance and resolution, in harmony and as
soloists.
Mother, you know the story
My mother never had as much time to listen to my father’s stories as I did. Despite her
background as a singer and performer in operas and operettas, she was, for the most part,
too busy cooking and keeping order in our ramshackle house overrun with books and
children. She did, however, have a few stories to tell of her own. But rather than speak her
stories, she sang them, first of all, in foreign languages I didn’t understand: German,
French, sometimes Italian and, once or twice, Spanish. She would eventually form her
own strong views on singing in a language that we, her audience, did not know. ‘The
words’, I would hear her admonish her singing students time and time again. ‘The words
are what you are communicating. Remember. We MUST understand the words!’
I remember her stirring a stew over our second-hand stove, with its badly wired hot
plates and food-encrusted sides. Suddenly, in clear bell-like English, she bellowed out
through bursts of steam:
—
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pre-war Japanese pearl-divers and the contemporary Japanese migrants, who may have
just arrived in Australia last year, as the unitary historical subject then, yet again, we witness
the fabrication of the national memory.
I believe that the limitations of setting up the three historical subjects of ‘Anglo-Celtic
(whites)’, ‘Asian migrants’ and ‘Indigenous Australians’ have become clear by now. As I have
demonstrated in this article, we need to constantly re-categorise historical subjects such as
‘British’, ‘Anglo-Celtic (Anglos and Celtics are not the same!)’, ‘whites’, ‘postwar migrants’,
‘Asian’, ‘Japanese’, ‘Malays’, ‘non-Indigenous’, ‘non-British’ and so on, according to the con-
text of what it is we want to address. As Curthoys correctly points out, ‘our conceptual frame-
works remain inadequate to our attempts at historical understanding’.62 It is precisely at this
point that I want to introduce Toshio Nakano’s idea of Shutai no Bunretsu (the fission of the
subject) in his engagement with the ‘Historical Subject’ debate in Japan:
‘Responsibility’, especially war responsibility and postwar responsibility can only be fulfilled
not by the establishment of the ‘subject’, but rather in the direct opposite, by the fission of
the subject, or more precisely speaking, by bringing conflict within the ‘subject’ and making it
politicised.63
What does Nakano mean by ‘fulfilling war-responsibility by fission of the “subject” ’? Citing
Chantal Mouffe and Judith Butler, he sees a fundamental problem with the very notion of
‘the unitary subject’.64 According to Nakano, fulfilling war responsibility means ‘to put an
identity on this “I” which has been maintained without any doubt of innocence in danger’.65
To my mind, what makes his argument different from previous deconstructionists is that,
instead of naively praising the plural/relational subjectivity which tends to make the ‘respon-
sibility to respond to the other’ ambiguous, Nakano calls for fissuring the subject in the process
of political conflicts.66 Nakano’s argument has its roots in the notion of ‘implication’ explored
by Tessa Morris-Suzuki:
‘Implication’ means the existence of a conscious connection to the past, but also the reality
of being (in a legal sense) ‘an accessory after the fact’. It is the status of those who have not
stolen land from others, but who live on stolen land; the status of those who have not partici-
pated in massacres, but have participated in the process by which the memory of those mas-
sacres has been obliterated; the status of those who have not injured others, but allow the
consequences of past injury to go unaddressed. Implication means that the prejudices which
sustained past acts of aggression live on into the present, and will lodge themselves in the
minds of the present generation unless we make the effort to remove them. We who live
in the present did not create the violence and hatred of the past. But the violence and hatred
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gliding between houses, a girl struggling with a large eager black dog
on a lead. all the while the drivers’ attentions are knitted together,
pulling along ahead of them—one road, one movement, one
purpose—in the middle of conversations, of plans, of exchange; in
the middle of a song, an argument in the car next to you, a scene where
a couple meet and embrace on the footpath; in the middle of the day
where the late afternoon sun slices the terrace houses perfectly across
the diagonal; in the middle of friday where your thoughts constantly
pick up speed, then switch, pause and float; in the middle of your life,
wanting more and giving up what you are. you are both captured and
dispersed in the long winding rifts of the zydeco, the micro-families
engaged in their micro-narratives, the suburb with its branching streets
and shops at intersections. you are both connected and disconnected,
caught up and released, wandering. you are outside and inside, astride
and adrift. the wisdom of plants, the rhizome something else; entirely
oriented and detachable. includes forgetting, this kind of nervous,
temporal and collective. traffic, starting anywhere, neither beginning
nor end, banks and picks up speed in the middle.
——————————
a transformative relationship between stone, human body and animal
is set up which is flickering in perception.
muecke
——————————
stronger extra strong/the exact change
the house has no inside. flashing lights, shopfronts, motorists,
pedestrians and cathedral spires inhabit every room, bright and soft.
i sidestep the traffic at every turn. on the table the ‘stronger extra strong
mints’. i am a sequence of gestures: i move my hand across the page,
i pick up my bags. there will always be too much and not enough to
say. we are coming and going and there will always be room for extra.
the house spills everything—light, bodies—into each other. it is too
much. walking down a street is like thinking of a song. it’s always there
but absent. we are a series of repetitions, opening and closing. the city
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Mother you know the story …
he has betrayed me
and now I stand here
with the results of his love,
a baby abandoned to its fate
and me, alas, I have not the strength to go on …
not the strength to go on,
now that I know he is with Lola.6
There were also Schubert’s settings of The Erlking, The Trout and Gretchen at the Spinning
Wheel, with which she used to transfix us as she swept up the remnants of dinner off the
floor while we huddled in the corner in terror at the thought of the Erlking himself, which
from the descriptive power of Schubert’s music conjured up a vision of imminent terror,
coming to haunt our nightly dreams. There were, as well, some of the seminal musical
comedy numbers from the American stage, stories, in the tradition of ancient Roman and
Grecian myths, with built-in instructive morals, from which we learnt such vital
information as ‘you can’t get a man with a gun’, ‘the farmer and the cowman should be
friends’, as well as:
you say potato, I say potarto,
you say tomato, I say tomarto,
potato, potarto, tomato, tomarto,
let’s call the whole thing off.7
Left: The writer’s father, Ben Neil, aka
Brother Benedict.
Right: Joan and Ben Neil.
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expulsion of breath, every pause of contentment, every fearful shrug,
every warm flood of relief, every sob, every sharp lift of the shoulders,
every word that coils and recoils, surges, entwines, twists, pulls and
turns me round and round you, brings me back here to you where
you will always be with me in me and out of me far away very far away
but also here making me alive again.
——————————
perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world,
reveal it to be with its rifts, crevices, as indigent and distorted … to
gain such perspectives without velleity or violence, entirely from felt
contact with its objects—this alone is the task of thought.
adorno
——————————
stones
the way stones on the beach are so different to one another. their small
particularities—their curves, their mottled shades which become more
complex the longer you look. their indefinite forms which assume the
outline of a boomerang, a coin in your hand. their smooth, buffed feel
as soft as skin. the way they breathe under your touch like skin. the
way they are translucent and firm, solid and light, dense and
indeterminate. a stone is a bubble, water standing very still, thinking
wound round on itself, a wish biding its time, something you can only
guess at.
——————————
traffic
there’s something vaguely comforting about traffic. you’re in the stream
of life rather than at either the point of departure or arrival, which
are, after all, only incidental. one part of your mind is on the radio,
the tender wail of new orleans zydeco and the chatty, ruminative voice
of the disc jockey, the other on the cars around you and their attentive
yet day-dreaming occupants who drum their fingers along the door
of their cars, glance at the trees dipping in the wind, the pigeons
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The possibilities of resonance
In this writing I am drawn back again and again to Barthes’s dissection of the Eisenstein
stills. There is something compelling about the sequence of black-and-white scenes he
uses to illustrate his text. It reminds me of the first time I saw Battleship Potemkin at a
student film festival in Melbourne. Riveted by the montages of slaughter and suffering, we
realised that this was a silent film that rendered us silent and then made us listen. Listen
for what? Battleship Potemkin covered known historical facts as well as being a great and
pioneering piece of cinema. Did we listen for these things? No, our brains were already
crammed with our knowledge of Eisenstein and the place his film occupies in history.
What we listened for, what we heard, was what the experience of the film compelled us
to—to lay our interpretive minds blank, to become fresh to the experience of seeing the
film, to become open to the tiny details in what I will call (as others have) a work of art, to
take in, without even realising it at the time, the inarticulate obtuse meaning, which is, in
Barthes words, ‘indifferent to the story and its obvious meaning’,8 but which opens up to
what I will call the infinite possibilities of resonance. This resonance becomes possible
through the art of listening, a phrase which I will interpret as meaning an ability to let
oneself become, as a musician does, the bamboo flute, or, as an artist does, the blank
canvas through which sound, image and meaning can flow; to become, as reader, the
empty page on which the writer marks his/her words.
The great singing gatsby
This is first illustrated for me one afternoon as I sit in the Brisbane Grammar School
auditorium listening to my father and mother deliver a musical lecture on The Great
Gatsby. I am fourteen and I haven’t yet read the famous Fitzgerald novel. That afternoon I
hear my father read extracts from the book interspersed with oral stories from the
twenties: strange tales of speak-easies, flappers, goodtime gals and their dreamy beaus,
twilight characters standing in a corridor of what seemed like magical time. A few golden
years of innocence wedged between the dual catastrophic realities of the century’s Great
War and Great Depression. The aural experience of hearing the words of known and
unknown writers delivered in dad’s measured tones was inter-cut with mum singing
famous songs from the twenties, Gatsby’s songs, my father announced, with titles like
‘Ain’t We Got Fun!’, ‘Yes, We Have No Bananas!’, and ‘I’ll be loving you always’.
I don’t know whether the sensuousness of this memory has something to do with the
proximity of my fourteen-year-old body to an auditorium full of teenage boys, or whether
the ache inside Fitzgerald’s prose was in some strange way arousing. It could have been
the slides my father used to illustrate his narratives, black-and-white photographs of men
—
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it is as if the relations of the outside[,] folded back to create a
doubling, allow a relation to oneself to emerge, and constitute an
inside.
deleuze
——————————
absence/writing
you have gone. your absence wakes me. writing wakes me. brings me
to myself. an ‘i’ is created in the act of wanting to touch you. writing
touches another body, but lightly. the marks on the page are only
strokes, marking where i have been. they do not solidify the other,
although you are present. i brush against that presence, palpating
it; it is the warmth in my chest, the sparks down my arms, the
galvanising of my hand, the precise pulse. for a moment, feeling
and action flow and something else is created: a sound, heat, a mark.
this is the space where i moved out of myself to meet you. perhaps
you were or will be here, perhaps not. it is of no consequence. but
when i fall back into myself i fold you back with me, touched lightly,
felt. this is the space of connective tissue, the membrane of the self,
the seam along which the self is exposed. the sentence is a scar, the
line along which the self is opened out and, brushing the other, folded
back on itself.
——————————
breathless
the black night is as dense as distance but as i sit here i know you will
be sitting under the same moon, and even if it is a later moon it will
still be burning and everything is possible. the black air is saturated
with dream. the body is a sieve through which the world flows and i
am electric. every phone, every plane, every radio, every email, every
satellite, every thought, every breath, every memory, every smile, every
word, every hair, every blink, every pulse, every turn away, every turn
towards, every moment observed in secret, every gaze held, every
downward glance, every small return of tenderness, every awkward
silence, every angry frown, every ribbon of laughter, every exuberant
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and woman staring loosely into the camera, lounging
easily into each other, on tennis courts, in dance halls,
bars and plush drawing rooms, with what I would later
recognise as the casual physicality that comes from
money, alcohol, sex and drugs. The memory of these
black-and-white photos of an American world far removed from the bleakly Russian
realms of Eisenstein leads me back again to Barthes.
Back to barthes
Here it is possible to encounter again the musical meaning, which Barthes describes as
‘greater than the pure, upright, perpendicular of the narrative’, opening
up the field of meaning ‘infinitely’. Extending ‘outside culture, knowledge, information’,9
it is the almost untranslatable feeling of interpretation that I embrace as the alchemical,
magical aspect of narrative, which can only be arrived at through ‘the art of listening’. What
Barthes refers to as ‘the infinity of language’ I will reinterpret as ‘the possibilities of
resonance’, the subtle vibrations that exist beyond what is immediately comprehensible
and analysable in language that is not just read but listened to. This listening happens in
such a way that the aural opens up into the visual, which, in turn, opens up into a higher
sort of listening, like a fractal that forms and reforms itself in a perfect open system.
And so the photographs, which my father used to illustrate Fitzgerald’s poetic narrative
and the carnival-ish aspect of the music hall songs played by my mother, opened up
another field of meaning, beyond the sound to another meaning, to the image, to another
sound and then finally, as Barthes would have it, to ‘infinity’.
Left: The writer, her two sisters,
Cathie and Janice, and her mother
Joan Neil (nee Cottrell).
Right: Prize-winning singer Joan
Cottrell, before she married my father.
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house/window
the house with the light burns all night. it seems to be empty: she
never hears or sees anyone coming in or out of the door. she never
sees anyone through the window—not even a flicker of movement.
but every night the light is on and it stays on. the curtain is drawn so
she has no idea of the occupants. but one day she notices that the
blinds are up and the window open. she is looking onto a large bed
with bright red cushions. that is the first and last she sees of the room.
she hears months later that the husband had died. had this been the
day, she wonders, when the room had momentarily opened out onto
the world, when it had suddenly acquired dimension and the outline
of narrative? when the bed, emblem of conjugal life, had suddenly
become an immense reservoir of emptiness, of surplus or suspended
happiness, and of intricate detail—layers of linen, stitched quilt,
damask bedspread and embroidered cushions—all plumped up, airy
and light with memory, floating and lifted then settled again; folded,
unfolded and refolded every day, lovingly, bitterly, ineluctably. just as
now she is folded into that room, watching from the window to
glimpse, momentarily, the bright elaboration of the illuminated
interior.
——————————
strangeness,magic, writing
ANNE BREWSTER
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If asked my impressions of The Great Gatsby based on that afternoon I would have used
words like ‘golden’, ‘fading’, ‘browns bleeding into amber’. I would have said
‘undercurrents’, ‘dreamy’, ‘lost’, ‘empty’, ‘hollow’. I could probably have hummed some
haunting melody; perhaps, even at that age, I might have understood the yearning, but
intellectually I did not have the capacity to see Jay Gatsby as a symbol of an America
fading from one deluded incarnation to another. Yet, just as stills capture fleeting
moments from otherwise constantly moving images, I could have experienced an
‘interpretive feeling’ disassociated from meaning or language, but one that occurs
as a result of having listened, not as a conscious act, but as an act of surrender
and abandonment.
Abandoning abandonment
Later, studying American literature at university I was unable to front up to exams in such
a state of abandonment. There were questions to be explored and answered, exams to
pass. Already gathering bad undergraduate habits of reading someone else’s interpretation
of texts, and becoming the sort of idle, intransitive, consumerist reader that Barthes
described, I took control of my reading rather than abandoning myself to it. In the
utilitarian approach to education that the university seemed to encourage—get ’em in, get
’em out—I became the worst sort of literary imperialist; that is, once I had ‘conquered’ the
text, I no longer allowed it any potential to grow, change or find its own identity beyond
the one I first gave it (by the necessity of having to read and interpret it for an exam).
Inevitably, I wouldn’t even bother to read the damn thing. Just send in my paid lackeys
(‘reader friendly’ interpretations purchased, with student discount, at the Union
Bookshop) and let them do all the hard work for me.
I didn’t stay long in the system, eventually dropping out to travel and study music,
perhaps in the hope that if I stopped reading so fast and so furiously I might learn how to
really listen again. Listening, as I discovered later, was not a passive but an active thing,
demanding concentration and attention. It was, however, a long time before I listened the
way I did that afternoon I first heard The Great Gatsby. Words echoed into acoustic space
to be soaked up, it seemed, into the pores of my skin and felt as organic, physical entities,
as visceral and electric as music, which is as disassociated from literal meaning as Barthes’s
‘third meaning’.
The bifurcation point
In his work, the Nobel prize–winning scientist Ilya Prigogene identified what he called
‘open systems’—systems that are able to exchange energy and matter with their
environment. His work on open systems, which has been applied to everything from a
—
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seed germinating to a company expanding, a cell dividing,
a human being making behavioral changes—further
identifies a point that he calls the bifurcation point
(bifurcate meaning ‘to divide into two branches’). At this point, the open system, reaching
its limit of input, spontaneously re-orders itself in an entirely new way. The new structure
will be non-causal and non-linear compared with what went before, a sort of quantum
leap, after which the system ‘escapes into a higher order’.10
Regarding this work by Prigogene, I will here make a leap of my own and link Barthes’s
third meaning with Prigogene’s bifurcation point. If the human brain is a prime example
of an open system, cannot a sentence or a paragraph be one as well, morphing and
transforming—via the active participation of anyone reading or listening—into other
forms, from the first ‘informational’ level to the second ‘symbolic’ level, at which point,
according to Prigogene’s model, it re-orders itself into the third level, the ‘obtuse’ or
‘musical’ level?
Bones and the third way
The Dalai Lama speaks of the third way, as does Tony Blair, Julia Kristeva speaks of the
third alternative and popular magazines are currently obsessed with the middle ground
that lies between established ways and the far-out alternatives. And here too I will hang
my conclusion on the hook of this third meaning, the ‘musical’ meaning. To me, this is the
meaning that speaks beyond literal or symbolic meaning, that captures, however
fleetingly, the sound of the invisible. There are several lines in my own writing where I feel
Ben Neil, English and Latin master at the
Brisbane Boys Grammar School.
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mime, enacted to a tune in my unconscious, while sublimity raises its polluted head and
becomes the acceptable, the desirable awe.
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I have successfully captured this third and ‘musical’ meaning. They occur in a very short
narrative of mine called ‘bones’, which was used as the lyrics for a spoken-word epic on
the CD The New Passion Club.
Some moments she felt the wind pass right
through her. And the stars. Her body emptied
out, she felt the light from night skies filling
her up. Deeply. She knew by heart the way home and
saw her life as it lay ahead of her, stretched out
streets, the order of civilization. Scared to
forget anything, she practised photographing
everything with the camera buried deep inside her.11
On the first ‘informational’ level, these lines communicate a sort of physical
transcendence, where the boundaries of the body, though still intently felt, have merged
with the elements. There is still a feeling of groundedness, of a clearly defined humanness,
even as light and stars fill her up. On the second ‘symbolic’ level, allow the literal to merge
into the visual. The key signs, if rendered visually, would be wind, moon, stars, bleeding
lines, a diffusion of form, a merging of body and spirit, even as the subject retains enough
self-awareness to photograph herself in the transcendent state she finds herself in. The
third level, the obtuse ‘musical’ level, occurs when the visual turns itself into … what?
There are clues in the words ‘wild’, ‘sacred’, ‘deep’, a body so diffused it has become part
of the elemental things it has just described. Is this how Barthes might have described it if
he would ever have been interested in any work of mine, this signifier that relates to no
specific signified? Is this the perfect open system that Prigogene describes, if we can for a
moment connect a literary system with a scientific one, where, if one looks closely
enough, and the writing itself is open enough, one can see each level of meaning morphing
into the next? Can a sentence be like a biological entity, splitting off and reforming itself at
higher and higher levels of complexity and meaning until it arrives at something simple
and yet mysterious? Is this a foolish leap to make? Is this mysterious simplicity the
‘infinity’ of which Barthes writes: ‘opening out into the infinity of language it can come
through as limited [and therefore foolish?] in the eyes of analytic reason?’12
Making the leap
Later during that first year at university, I fell in love for the first time and lay entwined
with my love, reading the last few pages from Joyce’s Ulysses. My partner is a composer
who is setting bits of Molly Bloom’s soliloquy to music, and as we read it aloud together,
naked, flushed with love and a little cheap wine, the difficulties of reading the words on
—
JOHN KINSELLA—A LOSS OF POETICS 155
is vertical and therefore less inclined
to impress itself as separation; it’s as if you’re
just hovering in the patriarchy
of a mountain, surveying
the tourists—specks on the path
below. Weather shifts are part of this
and the cut of sun at lower altitudes
is as forgiving as the stripped
plains, refreshingly green at this time
of year. You have to climb it because it’s
the highest peak in this flat state,
and the ‘you have to’ is all you
can take with you as statement
against comfort and complacency:
it’s the vulnerability that counts up here.
3.
You realize that going there to write a poem
is not going there at all, that it’s simply
a matter of embellishment, adding
decorations like altitude,
validating a so so idea
with the nitty gritty of conquest.
Within the mountain another
body evolves—an alternate
centre of gravity holding
you close to its face.
From the peak you discover
that power is a thick, disorientating
cloud impaled by obsession, that
on seeing Mont Blanc—THE POEM—
and not Mont Blanc—THE MOUNTAIN—
the surrounding plains
with their finely etched topography
can be brought into focus.
As the horrors of the twentieth century are exacerbated and perpetuated, I am guided
by Adorno in the belief that I cannot but work towards silence. What I am performing is a
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the page, indeed the necessity of ever having to use
punctuation again, evaporate. We read randomly. We read
backwards. We cut up the text into little pieces, throw it up into the air, and read it
wherever it falls. We write our favourites bits across each other’s bodies, in eyeliner and
lipstick, phrases like:
my Precious one everything connected with your precious Body everything underlined
that comes from it is a thing of beauty and joy for ever.
Only, to fill up as much flesh as we can, we leave no space between the words so it comes
out like this:
myPreciousoneeverythingconnectedwithyourpreciousBodyyourpreciousBodyyourpreciou
syourpreciouspreciouspre.
Some phrases we repeat over and over:
the cracked things come into my head/its only nature
the cracked things come into my head/its only nature
the cracked things come into my head/its only nature
cracked things come/only nature
cracked come/only
cracked/only
nature/cracked
onlyonlyonly
The writer and her first band.
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words (Odyssey XI. 543 ff., at Perseus) 3. First, then, it is absolutely necessary to indicate
the source of this elevation, namely, that the truly eloquent must be free from low and
ignoble thoughts. For it is not possible that men with mean and servile ideas and aims
prevailing throughout their lives should produce anything that is admirable and worthy
of immortality.
It is easy to see how the latter is undermined with every modern irony. Aesthetically, it’s
the mean and ignoble I search for in language. The Warholian piece of trash, the art that is
Cicciolina rather than the Venus or David. These are the contemporary registers of
popular culture, of the new sublime. These elements of the ‘filthy’ sublime, as maybe we
could call them, become codes and triggers in my personal mimetics, another form of
mnemonic mapping. My effort at confronting the irreconcilability of the classical and
modern, though the conditions of oppression, environmental destruction, and cultural
destruction share much in common, is ‘Bluff Knoll Sublimity’, a poem more about
language as object and a construct of sublimity, than about the sublime in nature:
Bluff Knoll Sublimity
for Tracy
1.
The dash to the peak anaesthetizes
you to the danger of slipping as the clouds
in their myriad guises wallow about
the summit. The rocks & ground-cover
footnotes to the sublime. The moods
of the mountain are not human
though pathetic fallacy is the surest
climber, always willing
to conquer the snake-breath
of the wind cutting over
the polished rockface,
needling its way through taut
vocal cords of scrub.
2.
It’s the who you’ve left behind
that becomes the concern as distance
136 VOLUME9 NUMBER2 NOV2003
Much later, at the end of one of those life cycles whose circular nature you only become
aware of when they are almost complete, I find myself in a recording studio, making loops
out of bits of spoken word. In much the same way that my lover and I deconstructed and
reassembled Joyce’s text, I find myself cutting and pasting bits of words and other sounds
and working them up into a seven-second piece of sound collage and then looping them
over and over (with the help of Macintosh’s Pro Tools). Once again a text has morphed
into music, a simple literal communication has been transformed, and a musical
resonance has taken over from comprehension.
Acts of foolishness
Barthes conjectured that apart from any other function, the third obtuse (and musical)
meaning ‘sterilizes criticism’.13 To my mind, therefore, it falls into the category of the
mysterious, the non-functional aspect of things that defies description and sometimes
belief. Barthes also describes the third meaning as keeping ‘a permanent state of depletion
… (which designates empty verbs)’.14 I will make another non-functional, foolish leap
here and conjecture that ‘a state of depletion’ parallels the resonant emptiness that is found
in pauses, silences, in the spaces between words, in what I like to call ‘the sound of the
invisible’. It is all the possibilities that can exist in the split seconds of nothingness that
soundwaves disappear into, in the moments of potential before things are brought into
being, in the spaces in a text where the brain must make a little leap to recreate or
assimilate the things it has seen or heard.
Fragments within fragments
If she could have she would have peeled back
her skin, snapped off little pieces of
bone and scattered them behind her. So that
all her future lovers and sons and daughters
could pick up these tiny fragments, and with
wonder hear her whisper, as if once again
she stood in these magic places:
I too passed along this way
And I was not broken.15
I’ll end with these lines because this fragment refers to fragments, as does Eisenstein, as
quoted by Barthes, ‘the centre of gravity is no longer the element “between shots”—the
shock—but the element “inside the shot”—the accentuation within the fragment’.16 As the
narrator does in ‘bones’, Eisenstein gives his fragments enough weight to rebalance the
—
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destroyed the farm. So it’s there, just reconfigured. This from Lisa Jarnot’s 1996 p(r)oems,
Sea Lyrics:
I won’t go to the waterfront anymore, I am basking on a beach far from the army,
I am pointing to a thousand speckled birds, I am watching the salads roll down to
the shore, I am on the grounds of Mission High School with the murderers, I am
near the edge of all the bungalows, I am reaching toward the pineapples to reach, I
am dreaming the dreams I hardly know and know I have tattoos, I am in the
ambulance at dawn, I am in this town beneath where you have jumped from
bridges row by row, from the midtown light, I am in the dreams Lucretius, I have
helped you to assemble all the mammals on the lawn.
Parataxis, rolled text, and pollution of beauty make the sea as sublime terrible before the
sea is actually considered. There’s a displacement of the sublime by the terror of the
incidental, the matter-of-fact. Sublime still, but brought down to ground. The awe has
been de-familiarised.
The ur-text of the sublime is now believed to come from the middle of the first century
AD, Longinus’s On the Sublime. Here’s an extract from Chapter 1:
3. As I am writing to you, good friend, who are well versed in literary studies, I feel
almost absolved from the necessity of premising at any length that sublimity is a certain
distinction and excellence in expression, and that it is from no other source than this that
the greatest poets and writers have derived their eminence and gained an immortality of
renown. 4. The effect of elevated language upon an audience is not persuasion but
transport. At every time and in every way imposing speech, with the spell it throws over
us, prevails over that which aims at persuasion gratification. Our persuasions we can
usually control, but the influences of the sublime bring power and irresistible might to
bear, and reign supreme over every hearer.
And an extract from Chapter 9:
Now the first of the conditions mentioned, namely elevation of mind, holds the foremost
rank among them all. We must, therefore, in this case also, although we have to do rather
with an endowment than with an acquirement, nurture our souls (as far as that is
possible) to thoughts sublime, and make them always pregnant, so to say, with noble
inspiration. 2. In what way, you may ask, is this to be done? Elsewhere I have written as
follows: ‘Sublimity is the echo of a great soul.’ Hence also a bare idea, by itself and
without a spoken word, sometimes excites admiration just because of the greatness of
soul implied. Thus the silence of Ajax in the Underworld is great and more sublime than
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centre of gravity. He invests the tiniest details with the greatest resonance. ‘bones’ also
contains the ultimate extension of the art of listening, the possibilities of hearing
inanimate, dead things whisper. If you listen intently enough, the fragment seems to
be saying about fragments, you can hear things you never thought possible. And if you are
sensitive enough, as both reader and writer, to the tiniest speck of detail, much can be
discovered.
Whatever this third meaning or ‘musical’ meaning is, and Barthes does a good job of
describing it, it may also come out of this emptiness, out of the words that are left
unwritten, the breath left unexhaled, the things left unsaid.
——————————
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Here’s an extract from Edmund Burke’s essay ‘A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin
of Our Ideas on the Sublime and the Beautiful’:
THE passion caused by the great and sublime in nature is astonishment, and
astonishment is that state of the soul in which all its motions are suspended, with some
degree of horror. The mind is so entirely filled with its object that it cannot entertain any
other, nor reason on that object which fills it. Astonishment is the effect of the sublime in
its highest degree; its inferior effects are admiration, reverence, and respect. No passion
so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as terror; and
whatever is terrible with regard to sight, is sublime.
It is impossible to look on anything dangerous as trifling or contemptible, so that even
serpents are capable of raising ideas of the sublime. The sublimity of the ocean is due to
the fact that it is an object of no little terror. How closely allied are terror and sublimity
we may judge from the Greek language, which has but one word for ‘fear’ and for
‘wonder,’ another for ‘terrible’ or ‘respectable,’ while a third means either ‘to reverence’ or
‘to fear.’
And:
The last extreme of littleness is sublime also, because division, as well as addition, is
infinite.
Infinity fills the mind with that sort of delightful horror, which is the truest test of the
sublime; and succession and uniformity of parts, which constitute the artificial infinite,
give the effect of sublimity in architecture. But in regard to the sublime in building,
greatness of dimension is also requisite, though designs, which are vast only by their
dimensions, are always the sign of a common and low imagination. No work of art can be
great but as it deceives.
Another kind of infinity also causes pleasure, as the young of animals are pleasant
because they give the promise of something more, and unfinished sketches are often more
pleasing than the completed work.
The loss of the sublime is in the idea of a universe—expanding but finite in content;
but it remains in the idea of the ‘unfinished work’. A resistance to closure can be an act of
sublimity. I write only drafts, and that’s a sublimity? It fits the category of mimetic
sublimity. It relies not on nature, but a human construct, or an interpretation of a
damaged nature. The ocean is still a place of terror, but we are led to believe it is being
controlled. Science works to harness it. It resists, and the sublimity is retained in this. Or
a meteorite hitting the planet. The beauty I find in the white wastes of salinity that have
